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Abstract 
 

The problem is that the leadership of the Beckley Fire Department (BFD) has failed to 

adequately reward and recognize its employees for superior performance or career milestones. 

This negatively impacts firefighters in the performance of their duties to the citizens of Beckley, 

WV. The purpose of this research is to identify an environment in which the department 

leadership will acknowledge the work and efforts of its members in a positive manner. The 

descriptive research method will be utilized to answer the following research questions.  

• What effect does acknowledging good performance and significant accomplishments 

have on an individual?  

• What methods of recognition have been shown to be those that people value? 

•  What types of situations or occasions should be acknowledged? 

•  How have similar organizations recognized such circumstances and events?  

The primary approach taken by this researcher will be to review available documents and 

literature pertaining to this subject. Other avenues that will be pursued to obtain additional 

information will be to send out surveys to members of the BFD, as well as to similar 

organizations.  
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Introduction 

The BFD, like most emergency response agencies, requires a number of resources in 

order to carry out its stated mission. Apparatus and communication equipment are but two 

examples of such resources. However, as has been touted numerous times by this organization's 

leadership, its employees are considered to be its most vital. So how has the BFD rewarded its 

members for a job well done? How are significant accomplishments recognized? Although 

efforts have been directed towards such events in the past, little planning or forethought has been 

directed towards them. Such efforts are essential to any such department and its workforce, but 

only if they are implemented in the proper manner. As Kinicki & Kreitner (2001) state, “rewards 

are an ever present and always controversial feature of organizational life” (p. 283).   

 The problem is that the leadership of the Beckley Fire Department has failed to 

adequately reward and recognize its employees for superior performance or career milestones. 

This negatively impacts firefighters in the performance of their duties to the citizens of Beckley, 

WV. The purpose of this research is to identify an environment in which the department 

leadership will acknowledge the work and efforts of its members in a positive manner.  

 The descriptive research method will be utilized for this project. Research questions 

included: What effect does acknowledging good performance and significant accomplishments 

have on an individual? What methods of recognition have been shown to be those that people 

value? What types of situations or occasions should be acknowledged? How have similar 

organizations recognized such circumstances and events? The primary approach taken by this 

researcher will be to review available documents and literature pertaining to this subject. Other 
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avenues that will be pursued to obtain additional information will be to send out surveys to 

members of the BFD and to other fire service organizations.  

Background and Significance 
 
 The BFD is an all career fire department located in Southern West Virginia, comprised of 

42 full time members. This organization provides various services to a community of 

approximately 20,000, covering a response area of some 13 square miles. Such services include 

all that would be expected of a modern, progressive emergency response agency, such as fire 

suppression, technical rescue and emergency medical services. In addition, the BFD has a fully 

staffed training division and fire prevention bureau. These specialized subdivisions have proven 

to be a tremendous asset, providing needed education, code enforcement and other services to 

both the community and department alike. However, focused training and pre-planning efforts 

are but two examples of the preparatory measures taken to better serve the public. Celebrating its 

100 year anniversary in 2007, BFD members are not only a part of the organization, but an 

integral part of the community as well. Actively involved in all aspects of emergency and non-

emergency issues, these professionals serve in an exemplary manner. Continuing to meet such 

demands and expectations is at the forefront of certain planning efforts being addressed by the 

department’s leadership. They have acknowledged that a concerted effort must be made to 

adequately recognize and reward those personnel who serve in a professional manner on a daily 

basis. Such a program needs to make a positive impact on the lives of these members, the same 

type of impact that they make on lives of those in which they serve. Milas (1995) feels that not 

only should a recognition system offer incentives for improving quality and productivity, but 

more importantly, it should make a statement about what principles are important to the 

organization. It should provide insight into the values perceived by the company’s management 
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as well. 

 The BFD has one recognized effort in this regard, their “Firefighter of the Year” award. 

This is a program that began in 1988 and is still in practice today. Currently, each of the four 

shifts are asked to submit a nomination for this award and provide a narrative concerning why 

they feel this particular member is deserving of the honor. A committee made up of 

representatives from the local chamber of commerce interviews these individuals and then 

notifies the fire chief of their decision. The previous year’s winner then presents the award to the 

chosen firefighter at the department’s Christmas party. The award, member’s photo and a letter 

highlighting their contributions to the department are publicly displayed at the central station 

over the next year. Although this program has generally been well received by the membership, 

there have been some who criticize the manner in which it is conducted or those who are chosen. 

Comments such as “we didn’t have anyone save a life this year, so no one deserves it” have been 

heard on more than one occasion. It is acknowledged that improvements do need to be made in 

this particular program to determine if it truly recognizes hard work and dedication in an 

appropriate manner. 

 Other attempts made to reward and recognize members within the BFD are a hit or miss 

proposition, where efforts are made on a random manner. As an example, when the fire chief 

feels that an individual has went above and beyond the call of their normal duties, he will send 

them a personal letter thanking them for their efforts and what it meant to the organization and 

the city as a whole. Although performed in an unstructured manner, these seem to have had a 

positive effect on the individuals who receive them. On more than one occasion, the recipient has 

expressed their gratitude to the chief and the encouraging impact it had on them.  

 The foundation of an effective recognition and rewards program must be built on a 
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system that the membership values and will be supported by all participants, both rank and file. A 

poor fit between two contrasting sets of needs, wants and values may have a detrimental effect 

on the practical results achieved by such a proposed plan and its participant’s level of 

satisfaction. Thus, a rewards and recognition program should strive to reflect the current 

organizational culture, therefore, should always be in the process of improvement. Milas (1995) 

reinforces this notion, where he states that all recognition systems should be regularly monitored 

and modified to assure that its incentive value is still sensitive to the employees’ needs. Although 

the current efforts put forth by the BFD in this regard are intended to promote enthusiasm and 

enhance the motivational climate in a positive manner, it is felt that it falls somewhat short in this 

regard. Therefore, the BFD’s leadership would like to take the steps needed to enhance their 

current initiatives and build upon them in a pro-active manner. Such initiative was stressed 

throughout the Executive Fire Officer program, where emphasis was placed upon cultivating 

innovation and creativity in regards to the promotion of organizational success. This was 

reiterated in the Executive Leadership course and is the hallmark of what transactional leaders 

are. The Department of Homeland Security (2007) offers the following concerning this issue: 

Such leaders recognize what it is people want from their work and try to see that they get 

what they want if their performance warrants it. They exchange rewards and promise to 

reward for performance, and are responsive to followers’ immediate self-interests if they 

can be met by their getting the work done. (p. 3-7). 

The management of the BFD is to be applauded for recognizing the need to address this issue, 

but certain challenges await them. One is the attitude of many within their agency who question 

the validity of such an initiative. Another is simply the fear of failure, especially in regards to the 

creativity needed to adequately meet all facets of such a broad-based effort. Perhaps the first step 
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in removing this fear of failure is to institutionalize a valued recognition and rewards system that 

is carried out in a manner that promotes many of the traditions and qualities that make the fire 

service such a unique entity. Like many public service agencies, the BFD has been forced to 

operate like a business, meeting the various demands and mandates forced upon it. 

Unfortunately, the love of the job for many has been tainted because of this transformation. 

Lasky (2006) admits that there is a business side to how a fire department operates, but feels that 

many need to return to some of the forgotten traditions of the past. He states, “if you want to 

know why you can’t get your guys to do something for you or can’t understand why they seem to 

have lost their love for the job, think in terms of traditions, not business” (p. 131). By doing so, 

the end result very well might be a rekindle of their love for the job. Such traditions have been a 

missing component of the BFD’s culture for some time now and its leadership recognize the 

need to include them as an essential ingredient in any viable reward and recognition program. 

Literature Review 

 It has been acknowledged by many that despite unprecedented efforts to motivate 

employees, employee motivation is at an all-time low. Despite the enormous investment in 

rewards, recent studies show that the majority of hourly employees and managers in the United 

States report feeling under rewarded. The difficulty seems to lie in the inability for many to find 

equilibrium between the needs of the organization and those of the individual employee. Henry 

(2006) feels that satisfying employees can be a very interesting balancing act. Everything from 

salary to benefits to quality of supervision plays into the equation, with no single factor being a 

determining factor at any one time.  

 Obviously, those in the workplace have directed a great deal of time and effort towards 

this subject. Likewise, much has been written in the literary community concerning this topic as 
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well, as this researcher found no shortage of sources of information and opinions directed 

towards it. This writer will attempt to deliver a review of this information in logical manner, 

beginning with why rewarding and recognizing an employee is important. This will be followed 

by opinions concerning why certain efforts are successful and why others fail. Lastly, a review 

concerning various components of successful recognition programs will be offered. 

 It is a basic human need to feel wanted and appreciated, whether as a member of a family 

or that of a department. Speaking of the latter, a basic concern of employees is the need to feel 

that they are making a difference in the organization. Firefighters are certainly no different, and 

they need to know that they are needed as well. Bjornlund (1995) feels that if members are not 

told so in some form or fashion that their efforts are worthwhile, it will have a detrimental impact 

on their desire for continued improvement and production. People’s motivation to increase their 

productivity on a task increases only when they have a challenging goal and receive feedback on 

their progress. As Kouzes & Posner (2002) explain, encouragement is a form of feedback, 

wonderful, personal feedback. In fact, their studies have determined that feedback is far more 

important to employees and far more importance should be placed upon it. They concluded that 

those who heard nothing about how well they did suffered as great a blow to their self-

confidence as those who were criticized. It seems that well-managed fire departments take 

advantage of another human need: the desire to control one’s own destiny. Henry (2006) states 

that psychologists have studied the need for self-determination in an area called illusion of 

control. He explains that this means that if people think they have even modest personal control 

over their destinies, they will persist at tasks. They try harder and become more committed to 

their jobs. Meyers (1996) highlights information determined by Fritz Heider, author of The 

Attribution Theory, where he concluded that people credit their behavior and successes toward 
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personal factors while blaming failures on systemic causes. This implies that when an agency 

experiences success, its members feel that their abilities and skills were vital in the overall 

outcome. Unfortunately, it seems that many take the exact opposite approach in dealing with 

their employees, based in large part to unfair judgments.  Henry (2006) recalls one General 

Motors manager who noted, “Our control systems are designed under the apparent assumption 

that 90 percent of people are lazy and just waiting to lie, cheat, steal or otherwise screw us” 

(p.13). Unfortunately, this seems to be a common complaint among fire chiefs as well, where 

they perceive that firefighters just are not as motivated as they used to be. Syedain (1995) feels 

there is a tendency in the workplace to demoralize 95 percent of the work force who do act as 

adults by designing systems to cover the manager’s tails against the five percent who are really 

the troublemakers. This does not seem to be by design, but rather, can be attributed to the 

average supervisor’s lack of awareness concerning basic motivational techniques. Henry (2006) 

points out that concerning a recent survey conducted among managers, the following 

determinations were made: (a) almost half did not understand that people tend to repeat behavior 

that is rewarded, (b) almost 70 percent did not believe that finding a mutually satisfactory 

solution was a way to handle a grievance, and (c) almost 80 percent did not understand that 

performance reviews should be specific rather than general. It would seem that most fire chiefs 

are haunted by the ghosts of supervisors past. In other words, they treat subordinates as they 

were once treated. The time has come for those in supervisory roles to take the lead in 

formulating a reward and recognition program that is beneficial to all concerned. If managers 

expect their subordinates to fail, they probably will. Conversely, if the expectation is there that 

they will succeed; it will generally be a valid assumption. Leaders must treat people in a way that 

bolsters their self-confidence, making it possible for them to achieve more than they initially 

 



                                                                                                            Recognition and Rewards  12

believed possible of themselves. Kouzes & Posner (2002) relay the story of an employee who 

worked for such a believing a supportive supervisor in their book, The Leadership Challenge. In 

it, Carol Schweizer was quoted as saying “I think you always rise to expectations. When they ask 

me around here to do some things I’ve never done before…I think, gosh, I can try it. I bet I can 

do it. And I can” (p. 324). Steps must be taken to determine what components of such a program 

have proven to be successful and which ones should be avoided at all costs. 

 Beyond discussing why one should recognize their employees for their efforts, a great 

deal has been written from a broad perspective concerning the different types of rewards that 

exist. In essence, there are two broad categories of rewards, intrinsic and extrinsic. Intrinsic are 

those internal to the individual and normally derived from involvement in work activities. 

Extrinsic are those that are directly controlled and distributed by the organization. Byars & Rue 

(2003) offer the following examples concerning each classification in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Examples of Intrinsic and Extrinsic Rewards 

Intrinsic Rewards Extrinsic Rewards 

Sense of achievement Formal recognition 

Feelings of accomplishment Fringe benefits 

Informal recognition Incentive payments 

Job satisfaction Base wages 

Personal growth Promotion 

Status Social relationships 
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This is nothing new, as decades ago, behavioral scientists led by Frederick Herzberg conducted 

research into behavior motivation on the job. They classified their results into these same two 

categories, calling them satisfiers and motivators. As Hunter (2004) explains, satisfiers, also 

called maintenance factors, are those things that people must receive from their employer in 

order to expend even minimum effort on the job. He goes on to say that motivators are those 

factors that stimulate people to put out more energy, effort, and enthusiasm in doing their jobs. 

Though intrinsic and extrinsic awards are different, they are also closely related. Often, an 

extrinsic reward provides the recipient with intrinsic rewards. For example, an employee who 

receives an extrinsic reward in the form of a pay raise may also experience feelings of 

accomplishment (an intrinsic reward) by interpreting a pay raise as a sign of a job well done. 

Kreitner (2007) notes that employees often experience a psychological boost, in addition to 

reaping material benefits, when they complete a big project. Edwards (2004) relays the opinion 

of Harvard Business School’s Abraham Zaleznik: 

 I think a paycheck buys you a baseline level of  performance. But one thing that makes a 

good leader is the ability to offer people intrinsic rewards, the tremendous lift that comes 

from being aware of one’s own talents and wanting to maximize them (p. 6). 

In researching why recognition and rewards programs fail, there seems to be certain reasons why 

they fail and never achieve their intended purpose. First, is the excessive dependence on 

monetary rewards. Traditionally, organizations and employees have associated rewards with 

money. This is because money has been viewed as the common denominator of achievement. 

This is a frequent misconception, even held by a Navy captain commanding the USS Benfold. 

This individual was trying to contend with low morale issues concerning his recently assigned 

crew. Abrashoff (2002) made the following observation.  
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 In reviewing exit surveys conducted by the military, I assumed that low pay would be the 

first reason, but in fact it was fifth. The top reason was not being treated with respect or 

dignity; second was being prevented from making an impact on the organization; third, 

not being listened to; and fourth, not being rewarded with more responsibility. Talk about 

an eye-opener (p, 13). 

Money has serious motivational limitations, one of which is its limited staying power. Spitzer 

(1995) states that studies have shown that a pay or merit raise, on average, has a motivational 

impact of less than two weeks. Furthermore, while money may be a component of a reward 

system, excessive emphasis on financial rewards tends to create money motivation rather than 

good work motivation. When people are striving, they will often take the shortest and fastest 

route to maximize their financial gain, even if it means sacrificing quality. Under such 

conditions, the customer, citizen or service simply becomes a means to an end. 

 Another inadequacy is the lack of recognition value, which is, the extent to which 

recipients experience appreciation for their performance. Harrison (2007) has a strong opinion 

concerning this issue, and feels that the single most non-monetary gesture employees want from 

their organizations is recognition for work well done. In fact, he cites a survey where workers 

and supervisors were asked to rank a list of motivators from 1 to 10 in order of their importance 

to workers. The employees rated “appreciation for a job well done” as their number one 

motivator, whereas the supervisors rated it as number eight. The difference in perception is one 

of the major reasons that most employees feel under-rewarded at work. 

 This writer discovered that oftentimes, the wrong things are actually rewarded, falling 

short of their intended purposes. This does not seem to be anything that is intentionally 

implemented, but appears quite often. One of the most blatant examples in the corporate world is 
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rewarding free-spending managers with increased budgets the next year while those who are 

thrifty get their budgets cut. Another is allowing employees to exceed expectations by setting 

low goals and playing it safe. Spitzer (1995) feels that such scenarios get at the core of what a 

rewards and recognition program should be built upon and begs the question, ”Do the rewards 

we are giving elicit the performance we want?”  

 Timing has been found to be an extremely important ingredient within such an initiative, 

but far too often, is not focused upon. Research is very clear on this matter: delay discounts any 

reward. Heathfield (2008) emphasizes that the recognition should occur as close to the 

performance of the actions as possible, so the recognition reinforces behavior the employer 

wants to encourage. Cicerone (2008) relays an experiment that was performed that illustrates this 

point. In one organization, employees were offered 100 dollars immediately or 500 dollars in one 

year for exemplary service. An overwhelming majority of employees chose the lesser amount, 

even though they could have increased their payout five fold. This is an example that reinforces 

the necessity of linking the reward with the action in a timely manner. 

 Another flaw in the manner in which employees are rewarded has to do with the generic 

nature in which they are treated. It should come as no surprise that people are different, and there 

is no question that today’s workers are different from those but a generation ago. Consequently 

they require a more individualized approach to meeting their particular needs. Grant and Hoover 

(1994) state that fire officers need to be creative in their efforts to lead and stimulate their 

firefighters. They go on to stress that persons in such leadership roles must be familiar with those 

motivational theories that explain that what works in one situation may not work in another. It is 

essential to recognize the fact that when one approach is not working with a certain individual, it 

may be necessary to modify the technique or switch to another. 
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 It should be stated that nothing has done more to undermine the effectiveness of reward 

and recognition efforts that the presence of demotivators.  Syedain (1995) is of the opinion that a 

recognition scheme is unlikely to work in isolation with a disgruntled or demotivated workforce; 

rather, it must to be part of a whole culture of valuing employees. These are the departmental 

policies and practices that frustrate employees and take away from the positive effects of any 

effort to positively motivate. From the average employee’s perspective, the major demotivator in 

almost every reward system is unfairness. Spitzer (1996) believes this is because people tend to 

be more sensitive to what they are not receiving than to what they are. No matter what is being 

compared, employees find inconsistencies between what they receive and those of others in 

comparable jobs to be extremely demoralizing. Conversely, when all employees receive an 

incentive, regardless of their input or lack thereof, the same detrimental effect is seen. 

Unfortunately, this is an issue that affects many within the fire service, as a large number are 

governed by civil service guidelines. Such a framework dictates that all employees musty be 

treated equally and very little latitude is given to supervisors to deviate from them. 

 Although much has been written as to why reward and recognition programs fail, 

numerous strategies have been developed to combat and address them in a way that 

accomplishes the overall objectives of such an initiative. One deals with the aforementioned 

dependence placed upon monetary rewards. Many companies do a good job of investing in 

programs centered upon bonuses, formal rewards and other such actions. However, there must be 

a recognition of the limitations of money and supplement it with more cost-effective measures. 

Harrison (2007) explains that small courtesies by definition are authentic, low cost, spontaneous, 

and require no elaborate planning or permission, so they are easy to use with frequency. In his 

book entitled, The Manager’s Book of Decencies, Bob Nelson offers some guidelines for day-to-
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day recognition. Nelson says that such acknowledgment should be: (a) soon; timing is important 

and praise should not be delayed (b) sincere; do it because you’re truly appreciative, (c) specific; 

give details of the achievement, (d) personal; do it in person or on a handwritten note, (e) 

positive; don’t mix in criticism (f) proactive; don’t wait for perfect performance. These tips 

counteract many of the negatives discovered during this literature review and accomplish them 

with a simple, no-nonsense approach. Such motivators are only limited by one’s imagination and 

can transform the entire work environment. They are also a great deal less expensive and are 

typically more effective at accomplishing the program’s goals. There are endless ways that 

employee recognition can be provided. To be optimal, employee recognition should be designed 

to fit one’s individual workplace, their culture and needs of the individuals involved.  

So what are some of these simple, affordable ways of recognizing and rewarding 

employees? Hunter (2004) tells of an exhaustive study that was conducted at Wichita State 

University by management professor Gerald Graham to answer this very question. The first and 

easiest way discovered is so obvious, it is often overlooked. That is to say “thank you,” 

preferably one-on-one and in front of peers. Griffith (2006) stresses that one of the most 

important lessons for management is to learn to express sincere appreciation and to celebrate an 

employee’s successes on the job. Another suggestion is to rediscover the lost art of writing. In the 

electronic age in which we live, many would prefer to simply type out and send a quick e-mail. 

While this is certainly better than nothing, it falls short of the warmth and appeal of the written 

word. Peggy Noonan (2003), a speechwriter for former President Ronald Reagan, relays a 

touching story from her memoir, What I Learned in the Revolution. Ms. Noonan admired Reagan 

greatly from a distance as she wrote many of his speeches. Then, four months into her tenure, 

President Reagan wrote, “very good” on a draft that she had prepared for him. Though short and 

 



                                                                                                            Recognition and Rewards  18

simple, these words had a profound effect upon her. So much so that she cut out the words and 

taped the president’s compliment on her blouse. The point is such words of thanks and 

encouragement are quite meaningful and long lasting. Other manners to express one’s 

appreciation can be through public praise, promotion for performance and conducting morale-

building meetings when the opportunities present themselves. Most would agree that these are all 

common sense, but not common practice. Hunter (2004) matched these findings with employee 

studies, and the results were quite startling. They showed that 58 percent seldom (if ever) are 

thanked by their manager for a job well done, 76 percent seldom (if ever) receive written thanks 

from their manager, 78 percent seldom (if ever) receive promotions based upon performance, 81 

percent seldom (if ever) receive public praise in the workplace, and 92 percent seldom (if ever) 

participate in morale-building meetings. So what did Hunter conclude? “It appears that the 

techniques that have the greatest motivational impact are practiced the least, even though they 

are easier and less expensive to use” (p. 191). 

In summary, this assessment concerning the writings and research of others stressed that 

recognizing and rewarding employees is not only a real human need, but can produce numerous 

positive dividends if implemented in the proper fashion. Tucker (1998) points out that 

acknowledgement of the contributions of an organization’s personnel accentuate one’s value. In 

turn it inflates their status within the group, and propels them to make greater strides towards 

accomplishing the agency’s overall mission. Human beings have a deep yearning for meaning 

and purpose in their lives and will give back to organizations that assist them in meeting that 

need. Hunter (2004) relays the fact that through his exhaustive studies, employees have a 

subconscious question their leaders need to answer on a regular basis; “Are you glad I’m here?” 

This literature review highlighted a number of ways that anyone could implement to answer that 
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question in the affirmative. Most take very little time or funding, all they require is one to put 

forth the effort to implement them. As Cicerone (2007) concluded, I am constantly amazed at 

how motivating a 30 cent doughnut can be if it is given with sufficient appreciation. To truly 

appreciate someone is to recognize and reward them in an appropriate and ongoing manner.  

Procedures 

 The proposed outcome of this research was to determine what effect acknowledging good 

performance and significant accomplishments has on an individual, what methods of recognition 

have been shown to be those that people value, what types of situations or occasions should be 

acknowledged and how have similar organizations recognized such circumstances and events. 

Such information was obtained through various means and this section will explain the various 

measures taken by the researcher to accomplish it. 

 A great deal of information was acquired via literature review. This step required the 

writer to seek out information from a number of sources, beginning with an exhaustive search at 

the National Fire Academy's Learning Resource Center on the subject of rewards, recognition 

and motivating one’s employees in a positive manner. Similar searches were conducted at the 

Raleigh County Public Library, an institution located in the hometown of this writer. In addition, 

access was obtained through two other internet-based libraries, through Marshall and Mountain 

State Universities. Next, a broad-based search was performed utilizing the World Wide Web. As 

would be expected, this search produced a tremendous number of responses that required the 

researcher to disseminate what would positively impact the finished project.  

 A great deal of information was obtained through the use of surveys, where questions 

relevant to the researcher’s subject were incorporated into an anonymous gathering tool. A web-

based program under the trademark name of  SurveyMonkey was utilized to design the format 
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and compile the data. The researcher chose to conduct two different surveys in an effort to solicit 

input from two different perspectives.  

 The first survey (Appendix A) was sent out on July 14, 2008 and was directed towards 

fire chiefs, those that serve as policy-makers within their organizations. A total of 78 surveys 

were distributed, with 48 of them completed and returned. The questions formulated were posed 

to solicit information concerning rewards and recognition programs within these identified 

agencies. Also, the information requested would provide the researcher with input from these 

administrators as to the success, or lack thereof, of these programs within their own departments. 

The questions asked were the following: (a) Does your department have a program or method 

that recognizes its employees for exemplary behavior and service? (b)If the answer to the first 

question is yes, in what manner is such recognition delivered? (c) Please provide details and 

examples concerning the method(s) in which your department utilizes? (d) Have these methods 

proven to be successful in positively motivating or rewarding your employees? (e) Please 

provide details concerning response to the previous question. (f) Does your department recognize 

the following career and departmental events in any manner? Hiring of new recruit. Promotion. 

Retirement. Placing/retiring apparatus into/from service. Other. (g) For any item checked in the 

previous question, please provide examples and information concerning each. (h) Please provide 

any additional information that you would like to offer concerning this topic? 

 The second survey (Appendix B) was sent out on November 18, 2008 and was directed 

towards the members of the BFD. Although many of the questions asked in the first survey were 

repeated to some degree, they were customized to address issues pertinent to their own 

department. Out of 40 surveys distributed, 15 members returned them. The questions asked in 

this survey were the following: (a) What components should a departmental rewards and 
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recognition program possess that would make it both meaningful to the individual and 

accomplish such a program's objectives? (b) In considering the BFD’s current "Firefighter of the 

Year" award, offer your opinion concerning it and in what way it can be enhanced and improved 

upon? (c) Please provide other suggestions of how BFD members could be rewarded for their 

efforts and the criteria for such recognition. (d) Please provide your thoughts concerning how the 

following events could be recognized and celebrated. Swearing in of new hiree. Accomplishment 

of initial recruit training. Promotion. Retirement. Placing apparatus into service. Other. (e) Please 

provide any other information that you would like to offer concerning a departmental rewards 

and recognition program. 

Limitations and Assumptions 

 As it is with any such project, time is a limiting factor, especially in reference to the time 

limitations imposed by the National Fire Academy as it relates to applied research. Numerous 

demands and commitments placed upon the researcher forced him to prioritize and schedule 

accordingly. 

 Other limitations dealt with the surveys themselves. Although an attempt was made to 

solicit the opinions and input of a broad audience both inside and outside the BFD, only a certain 

number responded. Therefore, the limited number of surveys completed may not be an accurate 

representation of the test group as a whole. This is a weakness seen in similar types of 

information gathering, where only a representative view of the targeted audience is received. 

However, one must discount this fact to a degree and utilize the data that is obtained in such an 

endeavor. Another limitation dealing with the surveys concerned the types of questions asked, 

and thus, the answers given. A great many of the queries were open ended, where the opinions of 

those surveyed were just that; opinions. Consequently, there was no ability to glean credible 
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comparative data or other such assessments as might be seen in other types of more structured 

tools of analysis. An assumption made by this writer is that the BFD respondents answered the 

survey questions honestly and their motivation in doing so was to alter or change the manner in 

which employees are rewarded in a positive manner. As with any instance where opinions are 

solicited, there is the opportunity for those who might be disenchanted with the current state of 

affairs to color their remarks in accordance with their own viewpoint. But then again, opinions 

are what are being solicited and one must consider them valid, whether of a positive or negative 

perspective. 

Results 

What effect does acknowledging good performance and significant accomplishments have on 

an individual? The information obtained from various sources state that numerous effects are 

produced when an employee is recognized and rewarded for their accomplishments, all of them 

of a positive nature. First, this is an avenue to notify individuals that their efforts are not only 

acknowledged, but also appreciated. This was identified as a basic human need, one which 

produces numerous dividends. People’s motivation to increase their productivity on a given task 

increases when they have a goal that is challenging and receive adequate feedback on their 

progress. Another effect concerns an individual’s need for self-control over their life and the 

decisions they make. Studies performed by a number of psychologists validated the need for such 

self-determination and put forth why it is so important. Simply put, if people think they have 

even modest personal control over their destinies, they will persist at tasks. They try harder and 

become more committed to their jobs. Another effect of a reward and recognition program is that 

it strengthens an employee’s self-confidence, making it possible for them to achieve more than 

they initially believed possible of themselves. Such motivators stimulate them to put out more 
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energy, effort, and enthusiasm in doing their jobs. In summary, the effects of appropriately 

rewarding and recognizing the efforts of an employee are numerous, positively affecting both the 

individual and the organization that employs them. 

      What methods of recognition have been shown to be those that people value? First, this 

research determined that what many suppose to be a viable method of recognition, mainly 

money, does not accomplish its intended purposes. Rather, it was found that authentic, low cost 

and spontaneous methods of acknowledging one’s efforts are far more effective. These included 

a heart-felt thank you, a pat on the back, public praise in front of one’s peers, or a written note 

identifying an employee’s impact on an organization’s bottom line or mission. A number of other 

components should be present in order to make such methods of recognition as successful as 

possible. (a) They should be delivered in a timely fashion, where any delay may have a 

detrimental impact. (b) They should be offered in a sincere manner reflecting the giver’s true 

appreciation. (c) They should be specific as possible, where details of the achievement must be 

stressed and highlighted. (d) They should also be proactive, not waiting for perfect performance 

before offering deserved praise and gratitude. Much of this information was reiterated by the 

responses received in a survey conducted with members of the BFD (Annex B). Specifically, the 

members were asked what components should a departmental rewards and recognition program 

possess that would make it both meaningful to the individual and accomplish such a program's 

objectives? Overwhelmingly, the survey indicated that frequent recognition for a job well done, 

directly proportional to the amount of negative criticism or discipline put forth out, was a must.  

A letter of recognition, notification of a job well done, an e-mail or letter of appreciation and 

media recognition were some of the suggestions offered. It was also stressed that the BFD does 

not need to think in grand and big terms in order to achieve such a program’s goals. One member 
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stated the following (BFD Employee Survey, 2008): 

  “I suggest that simple recognition be utilized first. We should just start small with a 

genuine smile, a random act of kindness, an appreciative attitude, an ounce of pride, a 

pound of humility, and a gentleman's concern for the well-being of one’s subordinates. 

Then it will be easy to convert our morale from pessimistic resistance to, in time, 

optimistic willful compliance” (Question  5).  

All sources supported the notion that simple, authentic, genuine methods of recognition are those 

that people truly value. 

      What types of situations or occasions should be acknowledged? In essence, the sky is the 

limit as to the actions that might trigger an employee being recognized in an appropriate manner. 

These could range from simply putting forth an honest effort in accordance with one’s job 

description to meeting a deadline concerning a program or project. However, it was discovered 

that one must be careful not to make such acknowledgements an everyday occurrence or where 

everyone receives the same praise in a generic fashion. If a program rewards and/or recognizes a 

person for everything, it negates the purpose of such initiative. Many members of the BFD felt 

that the first step was for the department to decide on the criteria or event that would trigger 

certain types of recognition. In other words, what constitutes above and beyond service? 

Certainly, saving a life would constitute such recognition, but there should also be citations for 

issues such as public relations, fire safety education, safety on the job, safe driving practices and 

the like. In essence, this would be an issue for an organization and all of its members to decide in 

a collaborative fashion. In addition to the efforts put forth by employees on a daily basis, there 

are those milestones that occur during their career that should also be acknowledged. This was 

identified as a major component within the fire service, where traditions are so rich within this 
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profession and affect it in a number of ways. Ceremonies promote pride in the fire service as a 

whole and provide an avenue for developing a true love for the job.  Such observances should 

begin at the start of one’s career and continue through their retirement. From the initial swearing 

in ceremony of a new recruit, to career advancements and promotions, to the time when they 

leave active duty, each one should be recognized in a professional and respectful manner. There 

are also examples that affect departments, such as when a piece of apparatus is placed into or is 

taken out of service that should be considered as well. In summary, events that impact a 

department’s personnel, equipment or facilities in the manners described should be 

acknowledged.  

      How have similar organizations recognized such circumstances and events? The researcher 

forwarded a survey (Annex A) to approximately 75 fire chiefs located across the nation, with 48 

responding. The survey consisted of eight questions and solicited information concerning reward 

and recognition programs that might be in place within their own organizations. Question 1 

asked “Does your department have a program or method that recognizes its employees for 

exemplary behavior and service?” Out of those that responded, 72.3 percent stated that they did. 

It was interesting to note that of those that did have such a program, 82.4 percent of them were 

non-monetary in nature. Question 3 asked for details and examples concerning the types of 

occasions in which their department recognizes and rewards their employees. Many of the 

responses dealt with identifying members within their department who went above and beyond 

the call of duty. Criteria is established by various boards and committees within their agencies or 

community and publicized within their membership. Table 2 provided some of the response 

information in regards to this particular question.        
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Table 2 

Methods of Recognizing Employees for Exemplary Service 

Program or award Manner of recognition 
“Firefighter of the Year” award. Individual receives plaque and preferred 

parking spot for a year. Another department 
gives recipient commemorative fire axe. The 
presentation is a public event sponsored by the 
Chamber of Commerce.  

Chief's commendation award for heroic events Individual receives plaque and letter of 
recognition. 

“Axe Award” Sticker for their helmet (similar to NCAA 
football decals) and a certificate of service that 
is placed in their personnel file. 

Life safety award Medal of valor 
Day to day recognition Certifications and challenge coins as 

appropriate 
Annual awards banquet Certificates, plaques and trophies presented for 

various categories: firefighter, company 
officer, fire chiefs award, etc. length of service 
pins, best and bravest and employee of the year  

STAR program- All supervisors have the 
ability to recognize outstanding service and 
issue Star Points 

Employee can use to purchase products like        
t-shirts, pens, movie tickets and the like. 

Employee and supervisor of the month awards. Awards banquet, letters (cards from chief), 
certificates, award (uniform ribbons). 

Departmental awards program.  Six to seven different categories of awards that 
are determined by vote of the awards 
committee. Awards range from medals for 
valor to certificates for exceptional 
performance. 

Awards for leadership in risk reduction and 
health and safety "caught being good" articles 
in department magazine. 

Non-cash rewards such as dinner-gift vouchers.

"Outside" safety service of the year award and 
an "internal" firefighter of the year award. 

Pins, certificates, etc. 

 

Question 7 asked if their departments recognized a number of other different types of events or 

occasions that impacted their agencies and personnel. Information and data were gleaned from a  
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cross-section of the responses received and is offered in the Table 3. 

 

Table 3 

Recognition Efforts Concerning Career Milestones and Departmental Events 

Event Percent of respondents who 
have such a program 

Comments 

Hiring of new recruit 65.1 % *Recognized at a city council 
meeting with a small dinner 
afterwards. 
*Academy fire commission 
event for completing recruit 
training. 
*Formal swearing in 
ceremony at city hall for new 
recruits and for promotions. 
Dress uniforms are worn, 
families are invited and cake 
and coffee is served. 
*Recruit graduation and 
promotion with political 
figures, county administrative 
staff, and family. Broadcast on 
county cable channel. 
*All new employees are 
recognized at a village board 
meeting where they are sworn 
in by the mayor and a family 
member is invited to pin their 
badge. 
*New recruit promotions have 
a promotional ceremony with 
an oath of office taken before 
the membership and family 
members. 

Promotion 93.0 % *Recognized during a council 
meeting. 
*Chief goes to the newly 
promoted individual’s duty 
station on and personally 
delivers their new badge and 
collar brass. 

Retirement 83.7 % *Party where retirees are 
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recognized for their service. 
*Yearly retirement party. 
*A retiree recognition and 
employee appreciation dinner 
in April for all employees and 
retirees and their spouses. 
Retiring employee is 
presented with a mounted 
bugle for officers and an 
acrylic flame award for 
firefighters.  
*Ceremony is held with gifts 
being presented to the 
retiree(s). 

Placing/retiring apparatus into 
service 

20.9 % *Retire apparatus with 
department chaplain. 
*Retirees have the option of a 
formal dinner ceremony or a 
departmental drop in. 

Other 11.6 % *20 yr and up service is 
formally recognized by the 
city council through 
proclamation and presentation 
of the key to the city. 
*The board recognizes 5 year 
anniversary dates. 
*City of ******** has a 
newsletter that recognizes the 
events and accomplishments 
of our members. 

 

Discussion 

 The respondents in the departmental survey mirrored the literature review findings that 

people desire to be acknowledged by their professional peers and supervisors. Previously in this 

document, it was stated by Kouzes & Posner (2002) that encouragement is a form of feedback 

and their studies determined that feedback is far more important to employees than many think, 

thus, a great deal of importance should be placed upon it. Therefore, the leadership of the BFD 

should develop plans to reward and recognize their employees accordingly; as such efforts would 

produce numerous dividends in the future. For instance, the level of satisfaction of its members 

 



                                                                                                            Recognition and Rewards  29

within the workplaces would be elevated to a newfound level. As Hunter (2004) explained, such 

satisfiers must be given to employees on a regular basis in order for them to expend even 

minimum effort on the job. To that end, a great deal of information was discovered by this writer 

concerning the forms in which such satisfiers can take place and which ones have proven to be 

the most successful. 

 First, money was found to have serious motivational limitations, one of which is its 

limited staying power. Spitzer (1995) stated that studies have shown that a pay or merit raise has 

a very short time frame in regards to its motivational impact. Furthermore, while money may be 

a component of a reward system, excessive emphasis on financial rewards tends to create money 

motivation rather than good work motivation. Many organizations, including the BFD, are 

precluded from utilizing such funding to support a reward and recognition system. In fact, the 

survey sent to numerous fire chiefs across the nation discovered that an overwhelming amount 

(82.4 percent) of their recognition programs were non-monetary in nature. However, this 

research determined the fact that authentic, low cost and spontaneous methods of acknowledging 

one’s efforts are far more effective in accomplishing the goals and objectives of such an 

initiative. Harrison (2007) stated in the book, The Manager’s Book of Decencies, that such 

acknowledgment should be soon, sincere, specific, personal, positive and proactive. Numerous 

examples were given by the research performed by those discovered by this writer. Griffith 

(2006) stressed that management must learn to say thank you and to celebrate an employee’s 

various successes on the job. These can be performed verbally, in a handwritten note, or in a host 

of other ways. Such methods were reiterated by the BFD, where one member suggested that such 

a program should start small. Simply put, begin with a genuine smile, a random act of kindness, 
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and a gentleman's concern for the well-being of one’s subordinates. Then it will be easy to 

convert our morale from pessimistic resistance to, in time, optimistic willful compliance.   

 If the goal of the BFD is to positively change the way they reward and recognize their 

employees, this research can offer credible input and insight. The preferred organizational 

structure in today’s culture is built on intrinsic motivation, and the transactional leader must 

recognize this fact. To institutionalize this mode of thinking within this department and those 

personnel that make it up, the fear of failure must be eliminated by acknowledging the efforts 

and contributions of their members. While it may not always prove to be successful, such 

attempts on behalf of the leadership will make the value of their organization’s most important 

resource more apparent. 

Recommendations 

 Due to the various efforts required concerning this research project, it is obvious that 

rewarding and recognizing employees for their hard work and dedication should be a vital 

ingredient in the day to day operations of any organization. It was also apparent to this writer that 

the members of the BFD have a tremendous desire for such acknowledgment of their 

contributions to the department and the community in which they serve. While the current 

established award is for the most part well received and supported, the efforts put forth by this 

department are limited and do not adequately address the specific needs of its membership. 

Considering this information, the researcher puts forth the following recommendations: 

• Formulate a Recognition and Awards Committee, made up representatives from all facets 

of the BFD, regardless of rank or tenure within the organization. It is further 

recommended that this body truly serve as the voice for the membership of the BFD in 

this regard. This will be the mechanism in which the desires of the membership 
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concerning this issue are made known to those who can carry them out; namely, the 

leadership of the department. 

•  The aforementioned committee should formulate policies concerning the Firefighter of 

the Year award and any other established forms of recognition, offering details of each 

and the criteria in which the recipient will be chosen. In addition, attention should be 

focused upon those other events discussed in this paper; such as the hiring of a new 

recruit, promotions, and retirements to ensure that they are acknowledged in a proper 

manner. 

• Assistance should be sought from International Association of Firefighters Local 795, the 

association representing the membership of the BFD. This group was instrumental in 

recognizing the efforts of its retirees in years past and their support would prove to be 

worthwhile in any such future initiative. 

• Input and support should also be solicited from outside the current membership of the 

BFD as well. This would include retirees, member’s families, as well as representatives 

from the community at large (civic groups, church organizations, etc.). 

• There needs to be a broad-based effort to reward and recognize in a more frequent and 

less formal manner as well. Therefore, efforts should be put forth to educate all members, 

especially the officers of the BFD, to carry out such actions in a more liberal and 

meaningful fashion. 

•  Such efforts should include symbolism and traditions that are oriented with the fire 

service whenever possible and appropriate. 

• All rewards and recognition efforts should be linked with, and therefore support, the 

mission and vision of the BFD. 
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 Although many may feel that a job and paycheck are all that is needed to motivate an 

individual, studies and real-world experiences would say otherwise. The challenge is to educate 

our current and future decision-makers that viable recognition and rewards are an essential 

ingredient of the transactional leader. 
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Appendix A 
 

Survey Soliciting Information from Fire Chiefs  
 

Concerning Recognition and Rewards Programs 
 
 
 

Questions 
 
 

Question 1. Does your department have a program or method that recognizes its employees for 
exemplary behavior and service? 
 
Question 2. If the answer to Question 1 is yes, in what manner is such recognition delivered? 
 
Question 3. Please provide details and examples concerning the method(s) in which your 
department utilizes? 
 
Question 4. Have these methods proven to be successful in positively motivating or rewarding 
your employees? 
 
Question 5. Please provide details concerning response to Question 4. 
 
Question 6. Does your department recognize the following career and departmental events in any 
manner? 
 
Question 7. For any item checked in Question 4, please provide examples and information 
concerning each. 
 
Question 8. Please provide any additional information that you would like to offer concerning 
this topic? 
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Appendix B 
 

Survey Soliciting Information from BFD Members  
 

Concerning Recognition and Rewards Programs 
 
 
 
 

Questions 
 
 

Question 1. What components should a departmental rewards and recognition program possess 
that would make it both meaningful to the individual and accomplish such a program's 
objectives? 
 
Question 2. In considering our current "Firefighter of the Year" award, offer your opinion 
concerning it and in what way it can be enhanced and improved upon?? 
 
Question 3. Please provide other suggestions of how BFD members could be rewarded for their 
efforts and the criteria for such recognition. 
 
Question 4. Please provide your thoughts concerning how the following events could be 
recognized and celebrated. 

• Swearing in of new hiree 
• Accomplishment of initial recruit training 
• Promotion 
• Retirement 
• Placing new apparatus into service 
• Other 

 
Question 5. Please provide any other information that you would like to offer concerning a 
departmental rewards and recognition program. 
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